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Sermon for Advent IV—Year C 2021 
Joy to the World, Christ Came to Do God’s Will 

 
 
In searching through my sermon notes on the texts for today 
I was reminded that nine years ago on the weekend  
of the fourth Sunday of Advent, 
the last of the funeral for the victims of Newtown were held— 
just a little over a week after we were stunned by the violence 
that took the lives of 20 children and 7 adults. 
Perhaps you, like me, remember the outrage and grief we felt as we 
struggled to absorb this tragedy. . . hard at any time of year, 
but especially hard at a time focused so much on children. 
Over the past nine years, mass shootings have continued . . . 
along with other forms of violence. 
We are living in a politically violent time— 
lots of death threats and intimidation  
to force the political will of some on others. 
I’ll be honest, it breaks my heart  
and I am deeply concerned about what our children  
are learning from all of this. 
And, of course, as if our lack of civility and patience  
wasn’t difficult enough,  
we are still living in the peril of pandemic times, 
trying to make our reverent best guess  
about how to keep everyone as safe as possible  
and, perhaps, somehow too complacent about the numbers of people 
who continue to die from some variant of Covid-19. 
Perhaps you have also echoed a prayer such I received from a friend 
who is an Episcopal priest— 
She wrote on her Christmas card: Even so, Lord Jesus, quickly come. 
And she added: Preferably sometime next week! 
 
And in the midst of all this outrage, confusion, mourning and fear, 
Elizabeth and Mary come singing. 
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Mary’s greeting to Elizabeth prompts the first song— 
which is really a Spirit-filled prophecy announcing the good news Mary 
has come to share: 
Blessed are you among women, 
and blessed is the fruit of your womb . . . 
And blessed is she who believed that 
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her by the Lord. 
 

That all sounds simply wonderful, doesn’t it? 
And yet . . . we should pause a moment here to consider  
the weight and meaning of such blessings. 
From our vantage point, the blessings to Mary are without comparison. 
Isn’t it true that in general,  
whenever we talk about God’s blessings in our lives,  
we are almost always pointing to the advantages,  
the favors, the good things that have come to us— 
like wealth, health, success, achievement, recognition . . .? 
Now consider what God’s blessings will initially mean for Mary: 
a child conceived out of wedlock, 
a potential divorce with its disgrace, 
a son who will not only be strong-minded, 
but go his own way, 
run off with his friends 
and at one point seem to renounce his family for those who follow him, 
never have a family of his own, 
only, finally, to be executed as a criminal of the state. 
 
And what of Elizabeth’s son, John, 
who in joy upon hearing Mary’s voice leapt in his mother’s womb? 
He will renounce his inherited place in the priesthood of his father, 
go off and life rough in the wilderness, 
preach powerfully on the need for repentance, 
preparing the way for his cousin. 
But in discomforting the comfortable, 
John will be beheaded for speaking truth to power. 
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These are blessings? 
 
Is it possible that we can be blessed 
even through suffering and hard times? 
 
Blessing is a word whose Greek root  
describes a joy whose secret lies within. 
Such joy is self-contained— 
that is, it is not determined by circumstance, chance or change. 
The “joy” of blessing is very different from happiness— 
which contains the root “hap”—which literally means “chance.” 
 
So, blessed or blessing means more than “happy”— 
It means joy of the highest kind— 
the kind of joy of which Jesus said, “no one will take away.” 
 
The cross teaches us the truth of this paradox of blessing. 
We know that the cross holds a joy whose secret lies within. 
Jesus will teach his followers that God’s blessings 
Teach down to the humblest, the weakest, the weariest,  
even the most sorrowful. 
 
The late Bishop Oscar Romero, was assassinated while he was 
celebrating mass wrote: 
“A Christian’s authenticity is shown in the difficult hours . . . 
And by difficult hour, I mean those circumstances in which following the 
gospel supposes a multitude of ruptures with the tranquility of an order 
that has been set up against or apart from the gospel.” 
 
This is why I am thankful that Mary and Elizabeth sing. 
They sing God’s blessings beforehand. 
Mary’s song especially is a song of blessing, and yes,  
defiance or resistance against that which sets itself against and apart 
from God’s good news. 
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The Jewish peasant girl believes God’s promises  
and says “yes!” to God’s will  
and then bursts into a prophetic song of praise and wonder. 
She sings a song that recounts the promises of the living God  
who sees and hears and acts—from one generation to another. 
She sings of God who shows up—who is Emmanuel—God with us. 
 
It’s important to keep in mind that to sing praises to God amongst 
destruction and violence is not the same thing as saying: 
“Hey, God, we think you’re awesome  
for allowing these horrible things to happen.” 
To sing praise to God amidst destruction and violence  
is to simply put evil in its place. 
It is to draw a line and say, “Here, and no further!” 
For Satan surely hates the sound of praises to God. 
 
Just stop and think for a moment that in baptism  
we are a people marked by the cross of Christ. 
Upon our foreheads is the mark of violence and death 
but this violence and death has been overcome  
by the incarnate love of God in Jesus, born of Mary in Bethlehem. 
 
Perhaps you, like me, have found yourself asking the question 
in the face of tragedy—“where was God?” 
By the grace of God, I have come to trust that God is Emmanuel— 
God-with-us and for-us in Christ. 
Yet I believe that God is mostly “hidden”— 
remember the “secret that lies within”— 
even in what we would term “good times” and “good things.” 
The cross teaches us to trust that God is there  
in the most unlikely of places and circumstances. 
 
And it is why we pray, “thy will be done”— 
because we know God’s will is not done on earth— 
neither within ourselves, our lives, nor in our world. 
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So often we want to blame God because we don’t want to see our own 
sin or confess the ways that we are so often complicit in such events in 
hundreds of those things we have done and things we have left undone. 
 
We can sing “Blessed be God” because of Jesus, born of Mary,  
who said—See, I have come to do your will, O God. 
Jesus, our Messiah, comes to make us a holy people  
and who has promised to be with us always and in all ways, 
who comes to fulfill God’s Word. 
 

This is not a promise that gives us, or the world,  
a one-way ticket out of all suffering, death, or sin and evil; 
it is a promise that gives us courage and hope  
to see us through these things that are a part of this world. 
 
For whatever reason God has, God has graciously given us the task of 
being co-creators with God to care for, love, and nurture this world 
and to manifest—to embody— 
Christ’s reign of mercy, justice, and peace. 
 
It is a matter of what sort of God we believe in. 
Do we believe in the God who created the universe and who cannot 
therefore be known like an object within the universe? 
In other words, there is no standpoint from which God can be inspected. 
God is free in relation to creation and is free to be God in ways that are 
not only mysterious and unknown and perhaps unknowable by us— 
but also in ways that are new to us. 
Our creating God is free to surprise us—and, it seems,  
God chooses to do this over and over  
by inviting us to help him change the world. 
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Advent is an invitation for us to be prophets— 
like Elizabeth and Mary—of a different story. 
Like them, we must be open and responsive and animated not just to 
compassion but to living lives that bear the fruit of repentance— 
just as John the Baptist, the curmudgeonly patron saint of joy,  
exhorted us to do last Sunday. 
I find the following observation by one of the church’s 20th century 
prophets, William Sloane Coffin, provocatively helpful: 
When things go badly in the kingdom of this world, 
as invariably they do, given the callous insensibility  
that turns human beings away from their neighbors  
in preoccupation with their own troubles,  
or with dreams of aggrandizement— 
in such bad moments, many people turn from God, saying,  
‘How could God permit such bad things to happen?’ 
Instead of being alienated from their faith in God,  
wouldn’t it make more sense for them  
to become alienated from their mislaid hopes in human beings,  
alienated from shallow notions about the ‘nobility of man’? 
Of course, we should love and live for one another. 
Not, however, becomes you and I are so lovable, 
but simply because that’s the only way we are going to become lovable. 
Love one another, but in God we place our trust. 
 
Blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment  
of what was spoken to her by the Lord. 
 
This is why Elizabeth sang. 
This is why Mary sang. 
This is why Jesus gave thanks to God and sang psalms  
on the night in which he was betrayed. 
This is why we can sing, too, raising our voices in hope and expectation, 
in defiance against evil, in trust that the One who promises is faithful. 
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We don’t sing to drown out the sound of Rachel weeping  
for her children. 
We sing because we do not grieve as those who are without hope. 
We sing because our joy is of the highest kind— 
we sing beforehand and confess our trust in God’s grace, 
love and mercy that are the secret that lies within all of our life. 
 
We sing because our joy is not fleeting or temporal, 
but flows out of the great news that Christ has come to do God’s will. 
To overcome evil with goodness, 
to bind our wounds and bring us from death into life. 
 
This is good news. 
This is news that must be shared. 
This is news that must be sung. 
But, above all, this is news that must be lived. 
 
Even so, Lord Jesus, quickly come! 
 


